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ABSTRACT 



Researchers have seldom examined whether risk and protective 
factors are consistently linked to substance use across historical time. 

Using nationally representative data collected from 22 consecutive cohorts of 
high school seniors (approximate N=188,000) from the Monitoring the Future 
project, this study investigated whether correlates of substance use, and 
variance explained by domains of correlates, changed across historical time. 
The study found a high degree of consistency across historical time in 
predictors of past month cigarette use, past month alcohol use, past year 
marijuana use, and past year cocaine use. Some predictors such as 
religiosity, political beliefs, truancy, and frequent evenings out were 
consistently linked to substance use. The consistency of other predictors 
such as region, parental education, and college plans was contingent in part 
upon historical time period, the particular substance, and its level of use. 
The study also found that correlates within the Academics domain explained 
the most variance in substance use over the past two decades. (Contains 4 
tables and 34 references.) (Author/ JDM) 
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Monitoring the Future: A Continuing Study 
of the Lifestyles and Values of Youth 

As its title suggests, this study is intended 
to assess the changing lifestyles, values, 
and preferences of American youth on a 
continuing basis. Each year since 1975 
about 17,000 seniors have participated in 
the annual survey, which is conducted in 
some 130 high schools nationwide. In 
addition, subsamples of seniors from pre- 
viously participating classes receive 
follow-up questionnaires by mail each year. 

This Occasional Paper Series is intended to 
disseminate a variety of products from the 
study, including pre-publication (and some- 
what more detailed) versions of journal 
articles, other substantive articles, and 
methodological papers. 

A full listing of occasional papers and other 
study reports is available from Monitoring 
the Future, Institute for Social Research, 
The University of Michigan, P.O. Box 1248, 
Ann Arbor, MI 48106. 
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ABSTRACT 

Researchers have seldom examined whether risk and protective factors are consistently 
linked to substance use across historical time. Using nationally representative data 
collected from twenty-two consecutive cohorts of high school seniors (approximate N = 
188,000) from the Monitoring the Future (MTF) project, we investigated whether 
correlates of substance use, and variance explained by domains of correlates, changed 
across historical time. We found a high degree of consistency across historical time in 
predictors of past month cigarette use, past month alcohol use, past year marijuana use, 
and past year cocaine use. Some predictors such as religiosity, political beliefs, truancy, 
and frequent evenings out were consistently linked to substance use. The consistency of 
other predictors such as region, parental education, and college plans was contingent in 
part upon historical time period, the particular substance, and its level of use. We also 
found that correlates within the Academics domain explained the most variance in 
substance use over the past two decades. 
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Consistency and Change in Correlates 



INTRODUCTION 

Substance use among youth continues to be an important public health concern. 
As such, social scientists are obligated to develop and refine theories, and to conduct 
empirical studies to help explain substance use etiology and correlates, which in turn 
should inform successful prevention efforts. Researchers have made tremendous progress 
in their endeavors, especially in the area of substance use correlates; nonetheless, much 
remains unexplained regarding risk and protective factors. In particular, few studies have 
systematically examined consistency in risk and protective factors for youth substance use 
across historical time. 

In this study, we build upon and extend the sparse empirical literature on 
historical consistency in correlates of substance use, using nationally representative data 
gathered from twenty-two consecutive cohorts of high school seniors. First, we describe 
the nature of risk and protective factors for substance use and how historical time period 
can influence consistency in substance use correlates. Second, we review empirical 
evidence regarding the stability of substance use correlates across historical time period. 
Finally, we empirically examine whether risk and protective factors are consistently 
linked to substance use, and whether domains of correlates explain a consistent 
proportion of variance in substance use across historical time. 



The Nature of Risk and Protective Factors 

Researchers have identified numerous correlates of illicit and licit substance use 
among youth (Bachman, O’Malley, & Johnston, 1980, 1986; Hawkins, Catalano, & 
Miller, 1992; lessor & lessor, 1977; Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 1998; McCoy, 
Metsch, & Inciardi, 1996; Petraitis, Flay, & Miller, 1995; Wallace & Bachman, 1991). 
When classifying correlates of substance use, one can distinguish between factors that at 
high levels are positively associated with substance use (i.e., risk, predisposing, 
instigations) and factors that at high levels are negatively associated with substance use 
(i.e., protective, deterrent, controls). 

Jessor, Van Den Bos, Vanderryn, Costa, and Turbin (1995, p. 923) define risk 
factors as those “conditions or variables that are associated with a higher likelihood of 
negative or undesirable outcomes — mortality or morbidity, in classical usage, or more 
recently, behaviors that can compromise health, well-being, or social performance.” Risk 
factors are theoretically linked to high levels of substance use because they represent (a) 
the tendency to engage in problem behavior, (b) low social bonding, (c) detachment from 
traditional values, (d) disdain for conventional institutions, and (e) involvement with 
deviant peers (Brook & Brook, 1996; Hawkins et al., 1992; Jessor & Jessor, 1977; Jessor 
et al., 1995; Johnston, 1973). 

Protective factors are conditions or statuses that are controls against health- 
damaging behaviors and undesirable outcomes. Protective factors decrease the likelihood 
of engaging in non-normative behavior (Brook & Brook, 1996; Hawkins et al., 1992; 
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lessor & lessor, 1977; lessor et al., 1995). Protective factors are theoretically linked to 
low levels of substance use because they represent (a) the tendency to avoid problem 
behavior, (b) low risk-taking behavior, (c) high social bonding, (d) respect for 
conventionality, and (e) involvement with conventional peers. The next section addresses 
how historical time can influence the relationships between risk and protective factors, 
and substance use. 



Historical Time Period and Consistency in Substance Use Correlates 

Levels of illicit and licit substance use among youth vary across historical time 
period (Bachman, Johnston, & O’Malley, 1981; Bachman, O’Malley, & Johnston, 1986; 
Bachman, Wadsworth, O’Malley, Johnston, & Schulenberg, 1997; Elliott, Huizinga, & 
Ageton, 1985; Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 1998; Johnston 1991; Menard & 
Huizinga, 1989; O’Malley, Bachman, & Johnston, 1988). As to why there have been 
such fluctuations, there is no simple answer for any one substance, nor for substance use 
in general. This is so because historical time period represents the confluence of 
countless phenomena that can be related to each other and to substance use. For example, 
Johnston (1991) proposed that to understand why levels of substance use vary across 
historical time, one must simultaneously evaluate synergistic changes in social context, 
modeling, life course of a substance (e.g., onset, maintenance, decline), the emergence of 
substance use proponents and new substances, the predominant Zeitgeist, and the 
intersection of public and scientific forces. 

Over the past three decades, our nation has traversed through periods of post- 
materialism, hedonism, rebellion against authority, and increased nationalism; has 
experienced economic recessions, unmatched technological advancement, and a healthy 
lifestyle movement; and has witnessed the emergence of hip-hop culture, AIDS, and the 
Internet. In addition, new substances have emerged, there have been a number of 
unfortunate public exemplars (e.g., Len Bias, Chris Farley, John Belushi), and 
institutional forces have joined together to wage a national “war on drugs.” These factors 
have profoundly shaped the character of our nation and likely altered secular trends in 
substance use among both young people and adults. 

Historical time period may also impact substance use in a less obvious way. It is 
possible that relationships between correlates and substance use vary by historical time 
period. This possibility has important implications for studying substance use etiology 
and prevention among youth. For example, having plans to attend college may be 
positively associated with marijuana use during certain historical time periods but 
negatively or not associated during other periods. That is, the relationship between 
college plans and marijuana use may be inconsistent across historical time. Inconsistency 
is important because theory and social policy based upon, and interventions linked to, the 
relationship between an established correlate such as college plans and substance use may 
become unreliable and of limited use over time. 



Consistency and Change in Correlates 



Previous Empirical Evidence 

There are few studies that have addressed if and how correlates of illicit and licit 
substance use, as well as the proportion of variance explained by domains of correlates, 
shift over historical time. Bachman et al. (1980) examined whether variation in substance 
use among nationally representative cohorts of high school seniors from 1975 to 1979 
was linked to changes in risk and protective factors. They also examined whether 
correlates divided into four domains — Social Location, Educational Experiences and 
Behaviors, Occupational Experiences and Behaviors, and Lifestyle Orientation — 
maintained explanatory power. 

In the Social Location domain, the authors included gender, race, parental 
education, household structure, urbanicity, and region. The Educational Experiences and 
Behaviors domain included college preparatory classes, college plans, high school grades, 
and truancy. In Occupational Experiences and Behaviors, the authors included hours 
worked and total income per week. Finally, the Lifestyle Orientations domain included 
religious commitment, conservatism, evenings out, and dates per week. Comparing 
bivariate and partial correlations, and summary statistics from blocked multiple 
regression models across the five-year period, they found considerable consistency in 
correlates of cigarette use, alcohol use, marijuana use, and illicit substance use. Bachman 
and colleagues (1980) concluded that youth substance users remained much the same — 
thus the matrix of risk and protection remained stable — whereas the types and amounts of 
substances used shifted over time. 

Attempting to understand peaks in marijuana and cocaine use during the early 
1980s, Bachman et al. (1986) re-examined change and consistency in correlates of 
substance use across a longer time frame. In this study, the authors investigated 
correlates of substance use during the historical time period of 1975-1986 among 
nationally representative cohorts of high school seniors. They concluded, again, that risk 
and protective factors were consistent over time. Correlates in the Social Location, 
Educational Experiences and Behaviors, Occupational Experiences and Behaviors, and 
Lifestyle Orientation domains maintained explanatory power over time, and when 
inconsistency was observed it was gradual and orderly. For example, the magnitude of 
the correlation between religious commitment and drug use tended to linearly decline 
over time. 

Donovan, lessor, and Costa (1999) investigated whether Problem Behavior 
Theory (PBT) (lessor & lessor, 1977; lessor, Donovan, & Costa, 1991) could 
consistently account for problem drinking among adolescents using six independent 
samples collected at different time points — 1972, 1974, 1978, 1985, 1989, and 1992. The 
authors examined predictors in the Personality system, the Perceived Environment 
system, and the Behavior system separately by gender. Each PBT system is theoretically 
organized around domains of variables representing instigations to engage in problem 
behavior (i.e., risk factors) and controls against engaging in problem behavior (i.e., 
protective factors) (lessor & lessor, 1977; lessor et al., 1995). For example, correlates 
such as value on achievement, value on independence, expectations for academic 
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achievement, and religiosity constituted the Personality system. Correlates such as 
parent-friends compatibility, friends’ approval of drinking, and friends’ model for 
drinking and drug use constituted the Perceived Environment system. Finally, correlates 
such as frequency of marijuana use, general deviant behavior (e.g., lying to parents, 
shoplifting, truancy), and church attendance constituted the Behavior system. 

Comparing bivariate and partial correlations, as well as summary statistics from 
blocked multiple regression models, Donovan and colleagues (1999) found considerable 
stability in the associations between PBT correlates and alcohol use across time and over 
datasets. The strongest and most consistent correlates of adolescent drinking were 
measures taken from the Perceived Environment and Behavior systems. An important 
limitation of this study is that only two of the six samples were nationally representative. 



Overview of Present Study 

In this study, we examined the extent to which Social Location, Conventionality, 
Academics, Employment, and Social Interaction correlates (i.e., risk and protective 
factors) were consistently associated with substance use outcomes across the past two 
decades. For example, did gender, a Social Location correlate, consistently relate to 
substance use across historical time? We also examined the proportion of variance in 
substance use explained by domains of correlates over time. For example, did a set of 
Social Location correlates (including gender) explain a consistent proportion of variance 
in substance use across historical time periods? Examination of the independent 
contribution of risk and protective factors, as well as the collective contribution of 
domains of correlates, strengthens our understanding of consistency in substance use 
predictors across historical time. 

Consistent with previous empirical evidence (Bachman et al., 1980, 1986; 
Donovan et al., 1999), we expected to find much stability in risk and protective factors 
for substance use over historical time. We also expected to find much consistency but 
some fluctuation in the proportion of variance explained by domains of correlates, given 
that the level of substance use and therefore the amount of variance to explain has varied 
across the past two decades. 



METHODS 



Sample 

Data were drawn from the Monitoring the Future (MTF) Project, an ongoing study 
of young people (a detailed description can be found in Bachman, Johnston, & O’Malley, 
1996; Johnston, O’Malley, Schulenberg, & Bachman, 1996). Every year since 1975, a 
multi-stage, clustered sample of high schools was drawn. Approximately 135 high 
schools were randomly sampled from the coterminous 48 states, and between 15,000 and 
19,000 high school seniors were surveyed each year. Students were asked a range of 
questions regarding their use of cigarettes, alcohol, marijuana, and other substances, as 
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